Editorial
As the summer months approach, this is the time many of us go on study abroad programs. This month, I am spending my time in the beautiful country of Nicaragua in a cultural immersion course for Honor's College students from the University of Alabama. This is the sixth year that we have returned to the Clinica Alabama-Granada. The purpose of the Nicaragua Clinical Experience is to prepare students for a successful international health care learning experience. Using critical thinking skills and experiential learning, the preparation includes cultural information about Nicaragua, language skills development for the cultural immersion, education on morbidity and mortality in Nicaragua, and basic health care practices. Students are required to take a 1-hour course the semester before they go to Nicaragua (2-hour course) to prepare for the trip. As we all know, the increasing number of Latinos in our country will provide a major challenge for health care in the future. It is imperative that our young health care providers understand these unique challenges they will be facing. This class not only deals with those issues but also with the importance of interprofessional learning experiences and the linguistics of language development in health care.
The class is an "interdisciplinary" group of students who are all pre-health care majors. This includes nursing, dietary, social work, physical therapy, exercise physiology, and premedical students. The trip not only teaches the future health care providers about the Latino culture but also begins to introduce the students to an interdisciplinary approach to practice. The interprofessional learning experience helps the students prepare for their roles as health care providers using a team-based approach to improve population health outcomes.
A very specific component of this course is the linguistic development that is incorporated in the program. The language skills are a major component of the program. We expect the students to have at least 8 hours of Spanish to qualify for the program and to continue their development of the language through the experience. As a team teaching approach, a faculty member with a specialty in Spanish languages is an instrumental part of this trip. We teach students to be culturally sensitive in their interactions with the patients in the clinic as well as speaking the language and teaching patients in the native language.
In a recent article by Melby et al. (2016) , the authors discuss the importance of going beyond "medical missions" to influence global health care. We all know the short-term study abroad courses are readily available for students. It is encouraged for students to study abroad in their undergraduate programs to promote cultural diversity in their educational experiences. However, these short-term courses, while of good intent, may not always be beneficial. It is important to teach students about public health issues and anthropology to increase the effectiveness of these programs and make them sustainable for the communities. Developing nurturing partnerships with these communities is essential to provide sensitive interventions for the communities as well as developing cross-cultural effectiveness and humility. A defined curriculum is essential in improving STEGHs (short-term experiences in global health) to ensure that medical missions provide training, personal competencies, ethics, and educational objectives.
Most students have limited education related to cultural beliefs and health practices. We know that cultural competency skills are much more than technical skills and they change over time. If these components are not taught, more harm than good may come out of our programs. Students will not learn what they need and the communities they visit may be resentful of the visit-feeling used or taken for granted. It is imperative that students learn the value of communitybased participation and that the learning and teaching that takes place is bidirectional. Steps should be made that promotes sustainable capacity building for the communities. What are the gains of the community when you leave a country? What have you left behind to provide sustainability of improved health?
Study abroad programs should apply principles that promote global health and motivate health professionals to participate in global exchange programs and global experiences. Partnerships are essential for bidirectional learning and should include specific curriculum development that includes standards that define quality educational experiences and ethical principles. Data should be collected on the benefits of the program for the health care education program as well as the community impact of the study abroad program. Developing participatory-based research projects to promote sustainability and impact health care outcomes is needed.
